Teachers need to reflect on whether they are exposing children to the best of recent literature
What

Kansas teachers read aloud to elementary classes by Mary McDonnell Harris
Reading aloud to children has a demonstrable effect on their reading comprehension, vocabulary, reading In· terests and language development.' Experts recommend It to teachers at all elementary levels. ' This study was undertaken to determine 1) the extent to which Kansas elementary teachers read aloud to their classes, 2) factors they consider In selecting books to read aloud and 3) the books read to children during the 197EH7 school year. From examination of titles actually read, the influence of book awards. the entertainment media and publication date were assessed.
A questionnaire was sent in May, 1977, to 418 Kansas teachers. Equal numbers of teachers were selected at ran · dom from each grade level, K·6. Of the questionnaires ad· ministered, 330 (80.1 percent) were analyzed.•
Extent of Reading Aloud
Of the teachers examined, 98 percent read aloud to their classes. They indicated a variety of reasons for doing so. Fostering good listening habits was the reason most frequently selected, followed by desire to introduce children to literature.
Teachers who read to their classes were asked to In· dlcate the frequency with which they selected types of literature. Fiction was most frequently read aloud. At all grade levels, a majority o f teachers read fiction aloud several times a week. Most primary and fourth grade teachers read it dally. Al the kindergarten and first grade levels, fiction Is often In the picture book format. Primary teachers reported that they read tales and short stories as often as several times a week, but such literature Is rarely read by intermediate teachers. Primary teachers were more likely than intermediate to read poetry aloud. Even so, a majority of primary teachers read poetry only several times a month. While nonfiction was read aloud by primary teachers several times a month, practices In reading nonfiction varied among Intermediate teachers. Most read it less than once a month, but a sizable minority read It as often as several limes a week.
Teachers were asked to list titles of books they had read aloud during the 1976·77 school year and to estimate the number of books they had read but were unable to name. A steady decrease In the number of books named and In the number o f estimated unnamed books was ob· served from level to level. Table I lists the mean numbers of named and estimated books read by teachers at each grade level along with their sum (mean total books) and the number of questionnaire reponses on which that mean Is based. 
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Factors in Book Selection A variety of factors Influence the books selected to read aloud by Kansas elementary teachers. Enjoyment by previous classes, topics being studied by the class, and student recommendations were the most frequently men· lloned. The influence of the William Allen White Award is s trong at the intermedlale levels. Seasonal books and books that meet developmental needs of children are of· ten selected by primary teachers. The influence of children's literature courses on teacher selectlon un· dergoes a steady decrease with grade level, with fewer than half of the teachers above first grade selecting It as an influenoe on their choloe of books. Neither the Kansas State Reading Circle nor reviews In professional journals appears to have much Influence on book selections of teachers. At all levels, however. recommendations of the school librarian influence enough teachers that these resources may have an Indirect effect on selection s. 
Books Read Aloud in 1976·77
The elementary teachers reported 151 4 titles of books they had read aloud in their entirety lo classes during the 1976-77 academic year. Of these books, 1051 (69 percent) were selecled for reading aloud by only one teacher. Only 128 o1 the books (8 percent) were read aloud by more 1han five teachers. The most popular book was Charlotte's Web, read aloud by 46 of 1he teachers in the survey. Teachers of first, second, third, fourth and fifth graders read Charlotte's Web althoug h a majority of them were second grade teachers. Thirty·seven teachers at all levels except kindergarten read lhe second most freq uent title, Little House on the Prairie. The third title, Little House In the Big Woods, was read by 22 teachers. It was followed In popularity by three of the 1976·77 William Allen While nominees (A Toad for Tuesday, Harry Cat's Pet Puppy, and The Ghost on Saturday Night), a William Allen White book (The Mouse and the Motorcycle), and Cu rious George . The Influence of the media on books selected, especially on books selected by primary teachers, seems quite strong . Books from Table II to which children had media exposure In 1976·77 include Little House on the Prairie, Charlotte's Web, Char11e and the Chocolate Factory, The Cat In the Hat, and Winnie the Pooh. Books from this group were read to 123 classes.
In evaluating the recency of books selected for reading aloud, all titles published since 1970 were considered recent. Numbers of recent books were compared to numbers of books published before 1960. Of the titles appearing on Table II, 21 were published after 1970, and 30 were published before 1960. Thus, older books seem to be more likely to have gained the "classic" status to be frequently selected by teachers. Of the books from Table II read aloud by intermediate teachers, 18 were recent, and seven were older. Primary teachers, by contrast, read 23 older books and only three recent ones.
Examination of the publication dates of approximately 1300 of the 1514 titles reported revealed that more were recent than older. In fact, about 40 percent of the books read aloud were recent. Thus, it would seem that although the William Allen White award is the most persistent influe~ce toward currency in book selection, individual teachers were finding o ther recent selections for reading aloud.
Recommendations and Conclusions
Most Kansas teachers act on their knowledge of language skill development by reading aloud to their classes several times a week, but dally reading aloud Is ad-
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EDUCATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS vocated by most authorities In reading. Some teachers should consider becoming more Intentional about making dally time for reading good books to children. Others might find ways to involve parents, high school and college aides, and adopted grandparents in reading to youngsters. Books selected for reading aloud by Kansas teachers are usually prose fiction. Because poetry is brief, intense, readily available and Intended for reading aloud, children's experiences with literature would be enriched If more teachers were Intentional about reading it to them. Although not all nonfiction is suitable for read ing aloud, children need to be Introduced to It on at least a weekly basis. Teachers might consider read ing portions of nonfiction books to Illustrate their uses to children.
The entertainment media have a s trong influence on primary teachers' selections. Discussion of the Influence of media on the literature program might help teachers to make wise decisions about appropriate levels for reading featured books. Teachers and librarians might work together to identify literature for study in conjunction with media o fferings.
Enjoyment by previous classes, topics being studied by the class and student recommendations are strong in· fluences on Kansas teachers' book selections. These factors tend to encourage the reading of famil iar books. Teachers report that recent reviews of children's books have tittle or no influence on their selections. While the reading of children's classics Is certainly important, teachers need to reflect on whether they are exposing children, also, to the best of recent literature.
The institution of an award similar to the Wiiiiam Allen Wh ite Award for the primary grades might stimulate exposure to the best of the many recent publications tor younger children. In the meantime, teachers may become familiar with the review media available in their school libraries. The K-NEA Reading Circle, The Hornbook Magazine, and Bulletin of the Center for Children's Books are especially helpfu l in choosing current read-aloud selections that will appeal to the teacher as well as to the children. 3. 80.9 percent of the questionnaires mailed were returned. Those returned but not analyzed were completed by teachers who taught above the sixth grade level or were incomplete.
